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THE QUES TION OF WHO is in charge
has al ways plagued mili tary op era -
tions. In 1942 Gen George C. Ken ney
was in Towns ville, Aus tra lia, where

he found him self in a unit that was “an other
scram bled out fit of Aus tra lians and Ameri -
cans, with so many lines of re spon si bil ity,
con trol, and co or di na tion on the or gan iza -
tional chart that it re sem bled a can of worms
as you looked at it.”1 To day’s mili tary op era -
tions are of ten no ex cep tion. Gen eral Ken ney
solved his prob lem by or der ing Gen Ken neth
Walker to “take charge, tear up that chart,
and have no one is sue or ders around there ex -
cept him self. Af ter he got things op er at ing
sim ply, quickly, and ef fi ciently he could draw 
a new chart if he wanted to.”2 The con cept of
hav ing one per son in charge with clear lines
of author ity has re sur faced once again with
the ad vent of the Pres en ta tion of USAF Forces
Primer, also known as the Lit tle Red Book. This
docu ment de line ates the com mand re la tion -
ships for our air and space ex pe di tion ary
forces and puts one per son in charge of all Air
Force forces. This con cept is not new, but in
or der for it to work, eve ry one in volved needs

to have a clear- cut un der stand ing of serv ice
com mand re la tion ships—that is, ad min is tra -
tive con trol (AD CON).

Com mand author ity has once again be -
come a se ri ous sub ject of dis cus sion among
com mand ers in the Air Force, es pe cially now
in light of the mul ti ple con tin gency task ings
our Air Force has re sponded to in the post-
 cold- war dec ade and the grow ing aware ness
of doc trine. Com mand ers, es pe cially wing
com mand ers, have re peat edly per formed ex -
cep tion ally well in mili tary op era tions other
than war (MOOTW) or what we are now call -
ing small- scale con tin gen cies (SSC). How -
ever, if one were to ask every wing com -
mander in the Air Force what kind of
com mand author ity he or she has and where
it comes from, those com mand ers would
proba bly of fer a wide va ri ety of an swers.

As a former wing com mander, I know that
con fu sion ex ists about what kind of com -
mand author ity is ex er cised at the wing level.
The cor rect an swer to the ques tion is that a
wing com mander ex er cises AD CON over the
peo ple he or she com mands, and this author -
ity comes from the serv ice chain of com -



mand. This ar ti cle clari fies ex actly what AD -
CON is and how com mand ers ex er cise it
dur ing eve ry day op era tions. The ar ti cle also 
takes these con cepts from the theo reti cal to
the prac ti cal by ex am in ing a case study that
uses the new Air Ex pe di tion ary Force Pre-
 sentation Con cept to sup port a con tin gency 
op era tion.

Ta ble 1 in cludes the defi ni tion of serv ice
AD CON found in Joint Pub li ca tion (Pub) 0-2,
Uni fied Ac tion Armed Forces (24 Feb ru ary
1995); the ta ble’s sec ond col umn rep re sents
some prac ti cal ex am ples of day- to- day func -
tions that are per formed as the serv ices orga-
 nize, train, and equip forces for em ploy ment
by com bat ant com mand ers in chief (CINC).
One should note that AD CON is not an op era -
tional author ity like op era tional con trol (OP -
CON) or tac ti cal con trol (TACON), but it is
that de gree of author ity nec es sary to ful fill
statu tory re spon si bili ties of the mili tary de -
part ment. Ad mit tedly, some peo ple might
take ex cep tion to be ing lim ited to AD CON
author ity. An op era tional com mander in

charge of an op era tional mis sion must have
OP CON of his or her forces. Right? Well, not
really.

Let’s take a quick look at what Joint Pub
0-2 has to say about the chain of com mand.
Ac tu ally, we have one chain of com mand
with two dis tinct branches: op era tional and
serv ice ad min is tra tive (fig. 1). As we pro -
ceed down the op era tional chain of com -
mand, we see that it runs through the com -
bat ant CINC, down to a com bined or joint
task force (C/JTF) com mander, through the
joint or com bined force air com po nent
com mander (CFACC, most proba bly a US
Air Force of fi cer who will be dual- hatted as
com mander of Air Force forces [CO MAF -
FOR]), and then down to the air ex pe di tion -
ary forces that are as signed or at tached to
that C/JTF. These com mand re la tion ships
should be spelled out in im ple ment ing di -
rec tives such as alert or ders (ALER TORD),
de ploy ment or ders, or op er ate/exe cute or -
ders (OPORD/EXE CORD).
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Definition: Authority for service responsibilities and authority necessary to fulfill military department statutory
responsibilities. Some samples of administration and support follow:

         ADMINISTRATION                      SUPPORT

Organization of service forces Building a tent city

Control of resources and equipment Generators for a tent city

Unit logistics Spare parts

Individual and unit training Training sorties

Readiness, mobilization, and demobilization Exercises

Discipline Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ)/Article 15

Personnel management Assignment actions

Other matters not included in operational missions Officer Performance Reports (OPR), Enlisted Performance
Reports (EPR), awards and decorations

Table 1

Administrative Authority



The serv ice AD CON chain runs from the
sec re tary of de fense (SECDEF) to the sec re tary 
of the Air Force (SAF). In the fig ure, a line runs 
through the chief of staff of the Air Force
(CSAF), and his box is not high lighted be -
cause forces that are as signed to a com bat ant
CINC in the “Forces for Uni fied Com mand -
ers” docu ment do not have the serv ice chief
of staff in their AD CON chain. For those
forces not as signed to a com bat ant CINC—Air
Edu ca tion and Train ing Com mand’s, for ex -
am ple—the chief of staff is in the AD CON
chain. The area in side the box from the ma jor
com mand (MAJCOM—here, United States Air
Forces in Europe [US AFE]) through the num -
bered air force (NAF) to the wing is where we
op er ate most of the time and where we rou -
tinely ac com plish most of the AD CON func -
tions from ta ble 1. At home sta tion, this re la -
tion ship is clearly de fined; how ever, at a
de ployed lo ca tion, it some times be comes a
lit tle fuzzy. In such a situa tion, the im ple -
ment ing di rec tives for AD CON—the spe cial
or ders or G- series or ders that cre ate the ex pe -
di tion ary or gani za tion and ap point the com -
mander—be come vi tally im por tant.

Now, one might ask why a wing com -
mander doesn’t have OP CON of forces if he
or she has the op era tional mis sion. But not
hav ing OP CON doesn’t mean that a com -
mander is not a war fighter. It just means that,
in most cases, OP CON isn’t dele gated down
to the wing com mander level (as is the case
with AD CON) be cause the defi ni tion of OP -
CON in cludes re spon si bil ity for every as pect
of mis sion suc cess. The com mander with OP -
CON can move forces (not likely to be de -
cided at the wing com mander level), or gan ize
them any way that he or she deems nec es sary,
and must make all the de ci sions nec es sary for
to tal suc cess of the mis sion. In most cases,
OP CON stops for all prac ti cal pur poses at the
MAJ- COM level, and the MAJCOM com -
mander ex er cises that OP CON through his
NAF and wing com mand ers. Wing com mand -
ers still lead their troops in com bat; they are op -
era tional com mand ers exe cut ing an op era tional
mis sion as signed by a higher author ity (fig. 2).
MAJCOM com mand ers, on the other hand,
pos sess a ro bust operations- and- logistics staff
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Figure 1. Single Chain of Command with Two Branches



that is able to make pol icy de ci sions and bet -
ter al lo cate scarce re sources.

The con fu sion really starts when one
switches from branch to branch in this OP -
CON/AD CON chain, some thing that oc curs
daily. If I’m a wing com mander and my wing
is fly ing in a con tin gency op era tion (or work -
ing a joint ex er cise), I’m op er at ing un der the
op era tional branch of the chain of com mand. 
If, how ever, I’m just fly ing lo cal train ing sor -
ties, budg et ing for next year, work ing per son -
nel ac tions, or main tain ing good or der and
dis ci pline, then I’m op er at ing un der the ad -

min is tra tive branch. Armed with a ba sic
knowl edge of these two branches, I should
know whom I work for in any given situa tion
and who is re spon si ble for help ing me solve
any prob lems.

To help clar ify com mand re la tion ships, the
chief of staff ap proved the pre vi ously men -
tioned Pres en ta tion of USAF Forces Primer, which
was a year in the mak ing. The prem ise was that
a CINC or a C/JTF com mander should have to
make only one phone call if he or she had a
ques tion about aero space power. This sin gle
voice is the CO MAF FOR, who ex er cises AD CON 
over all USAF forces as signed or at tached to the
C/JTF. An added bene fit of this con cept is that
air men will not be left scratch ing their heads
won der ing who is in charge—and nei ther will
our sis ter serv ices or al lies.

Fig ure 3 shows how a typi cal air and space
ex pe di tion ary task force (ASETF) is formed.
The Pres en ta tion of USAF Forces Primer and,
more re cently, Air Force Doc trine Docu ment
(AFDD) 1, Air Force Ba sic Doc trine, state that
NAF com mand ers are the sen ior war- fighting
eche lon for com mand. This means that when -
ever a joint force op era tion is con tem plated,
CO MAF FOR du ties will nor mally be as signed
to the NAF com mander who is re spon si ble for 
the area of in ter est for the joint force. The
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Figure 2. Wing Commanders Are Still War
Fighters

Figure 3. Air and Space Expeditionary Task Force



NAF com mander can ei ther com mand the air
forces or dele gate CO MAF FOR re spon si bili -
ties to a lower level (air ex pe di tion ary wing
[AEW] or group [AEG]), de pend ing on the size
and scope of the op era tion.3 The CO MAF FOR
may have mul ti ple wings or groups at tached
to his or her op era tion. By at tach ing (“chop -
ping”) all in volved air forces to the joint op -
era tion, we al most elimi nate ques tions/con -
fu sion about who has AD CON of these forces.

The AD CON pic ture be comes more com pli -
cated when units de ploy to a con tin gency. Let’s 
say that I’m the com mander of a state side (Air
Com bat Com mand) F-16 wing. What hap pens
to my author ity when I re ceive a Joint Chiefs of
Staff de ploy ment or der to send 12 of my F- 16s
to Avi ano, It aly, to sup port Op era tion Joint
Guard? I’ve out lined the com mand lines in fig -
ure 4. This sum mer, US AFE cre ated the 16th
ASETF, con sist ing of the 31st AEW and the 16th 
AEW. The com mander of the 16th ASETF is the
Six teenth Air Force com mander, who is also
des ig nated the CO MAF FOR for all Air Force
forces as signed and at tached to Op era tion Joint 
Guard. Ad min is tra tively, all Air Force per son -
nel are at tached to the 16th ASETF com mander, 
who fur ther dele gated AD CON down to the
com mand ers of the 31st AEW and the 16th

AEW. At this point, de ployed F- 16s are un der
the OP CON of the joint task force com mander

and un der the TACON of the CFACC. Nor mally, 
the CFACC needs only TACON of the forces in
or der to op er ate ef fec tively. Also, since the
CFACC may not be an Air Force—or even a
US—of fi cer, he or she will nor mally only be
dele gated TACON of US Air Force forces.

Fig ure 4 ac tu ally be comes more com pli -
cated since Op era tion Joint Guard is a NATO-
 led com bined task force. There fore, the OP -
CON of our forces starts with the com mander
in chief of Euro pean Com mand (CIN CEUR)
and is then trans ferred to the su preme al lied
com mander, Europe (SACEUR), then to the
com mander in chief of South ern Com mand
(CINC SOUTH), and then to the com mander
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Figure 4. Operation Joint Guard

As with any new doctrinal concept,
the difference between the theory we 
draw on the chalkboard and what
happens when the rubber meets the
ramp can be substantial.



of Al lied Air Forces, South ern Europe (COM-
 AIRSOUTH) as the op era tional com mand line 
trans fers to the NATO chan nels.

Ad min is tra tively, my per son nel now trace

their serv ice AD CON chain from the com -
mander of my de ployed ex pe di tion ary
fighter squad ron, through the ex pe di tion ary
wing com mander, through the 16th ASETF
com mander, to the US AFE com mander. Note
that Air Com bat Com mand is not in the serv -
ice AD CON chain for the con tin gency op era -
tion—and nei ther am I as the home- based
wing com mander!4 When my forces are at -
tached, it means that some author ity for ser-
 vice AD CON trans fers with them.

As with any new doc trinal con cept, the dif -
fer ence be tween the the ory we draw on the
chalk board and what hap pens when the rub -
ber meets the ramp can be sub stan tial. Al -
though we really want to clar ify who’s in
charge and give our ex pe di tion ary com mand -
ers all the author ity they need to ac com plish
the mis sion, there are clearly some re spon si -
bili ties in the defi ni tion of AD CON that our
ex pe di tion ary com mand ers don’t need—or
want. For ex am ple, one of the re spon si bili ties 
of AD CON en tails pro gram ming fu ture re -
sources through the Pro gram Ob jec tives
Memo ran dum (POM) cy cle, work ing per son -
nel as sign ments, writ ing evalua tion re ports,
award ing deco ra tions, and so forth.5 Com bat
con tin gency com mand ers clearly do not
need to be con cerned with these things—they
have enough on their plate just be ing re spon -
si ble for exe cut ing the op era tional mis sion.
There fore, we need to de velop and stan dard -
ize the de gree of AD CON (call it “speci fied”
AD CON) that we want the ex pe di tion ary

com mander to ex er cise. We need to clearly
spell out this type of con trol in the de ploy -
ment or der or the G- series or der that ac ti vates
the ex pe di tion ary unit. This way, there will be 
no sur prises—our peo ple will know whom
they work for, and the ex pe di tion ary com -
mander will know ex actly what his or her re -
spon si bili ties are.

With our to tal force, we must also ad dress
some statu tory prob lems. For ac tive duty
units, AD CON trans fers when the forces are
at tached to a C/JTF. But the Air Re serve Com -
po nent (ARC) is a lit tle dif fer ent. Al though
the ex pe di tion ary com mander ex er cises lo cal
UCMJ author ity con cur rently with the ARC,
re gard less of ac tive duty af filia tion, only un -
der a full mo bi li za tion does the ARC trans fer
AD CON to a joint task force. This is sue of ex -
er cis ing AD CON over de ploy ing ARC forces is
pres ently be ing worked, and guid ance will ap -
pear in AFDD 2, Or gani za tion and Em ploy ment
of Aero space Power.6

The next step is to edu cate our peo ple. We
must em pha size these con cepts in pro fes sional
mili tary edu ca tion and in lead er ship schools;
fur ther, we should re in force them by op er at ing
the same way when we de ploy. We must strive
to use the expeditionary- force con cept every
time we par tici pate in a joint or com bined ex er -
cise and in con tin gency op era tions world wide.
As an air force, we also must agree on how
much AD CON author ity we want ex pe di tion -
ary com mand ers to have and what they need to
suc cess fully meet the de mands of the mis sion.
Fi nally, we must work to de fine and stan dard ize 
how the Guard and Re serve mem bers of our to -
tal force will in ter face so we can ap ply the same
rules across the board, cre at ing a seam less fight -
ing air and space force.

The next time you pack your bags and de -
ploy, whether in di vidu ally or with part of
your unit or your en tire unit, you will go ex -
pe di tion ary! Through dili gence and ad her -
ence to the prin ci ples of com mand author ity
set forth in our Air Force doc trine, there
should never again be a ques tion of “who’s in
charge?” AD CON to the CO MAF FOR—the air -
man in charge. Re mem ber, we are all one voice
speak ing for air power and space power!

36  AIRPOWER JOURNAL  FALL 1998

We must strive to use the
expeditionary-force concept every
time we participate in a joint or

combined exercise and in
contingency operations worldwide.



Notes

1. George C. Kenney, General Kenney Reports: A Personal
History of the Pacific War (Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force
History, 1987), 41.

2. Ibid.
3. For example, the COMAFFOR (and the COMAIRSOUTH/

CFACC/commander, 16th ASETF) in Bosnia for Operation Joint
Guard is the commander of Sixteenth Air Force (O-9), while the
COMAFFOR for Operation Northern Watch in Turkey is the
commander of the 39th Wing (O-6). In view of the size and scope
of the operation, an NAF commander may decide only to
establish an AEG that reports directly to the COMAFFOR and not
to an AEW (see fig. 3).

4. Even though the parent wing commander is not in the
contingency ADCON chain, he or she will still perform those

ADCON functions that deal with budgeting, assignments,
OPRs/EPRs, and other personnel actions. Expeditionary
commanders may elect to process awards and decorations.

5. See note 4.
6. At the Combat Air Force commanders’ conference in

November 1997, the ARC did agree to the concept of specified
ADCON to the COMAFFOR for its deploying forces and will use
the Air Expeditionary Force Presentation Concept. Current Air
Force instructions (AFI) are being readdressed to further clarify
and allow a seamless transfer. These concepts have been further
codified in AFDD 1, Air Force Basic Doctrine, and AFDD 2,
Organization and Employment of Aerospace Power . AFDD 1 is the Air
Force strategic-level doctrine, and AFDD 2 is operational-level
doctrine.

Preju dice against in no va tion is a typi cal char ac ter is tic 
of an Of fi cer Corps which has grown up in a well- tried 
and proven sys tem.

—Field Mar shal Er win Rom mel 
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